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MORE SEVERE THAN SCRIPTURE 
Kellina Moore 
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DEAR DIARY 
You are greater than the Bible 
And the Conference of the Birds 
And the Upanishads 
All put together 
You are more severe 
Than the Scriptures 
And Hammurabi’s Code 
More dangerous than Luther’s paper 
Nailed to the Cathedral door 
You are sweeter 
Than the Song of Songs 
Mightier by far 
Than the Epic of Gilgamesh 
And braver 
Than the Sagas of Iceland 
I bow my head in gratitude 
To the ones who give their lives 
To keep the secret 
The daily secret 
Under lock and key 
Dear Diary 
I mean no disrespect 
But you are more sublime 
Than any Sacred Text 
Sometimes just a list 
Of my events 
Is holier than the Bill of Rights 
And more intense 
                - Leonard Cohen, Book of Longing 
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“A man must stand in fear of just those things 
that truly have the power to do us harm 
of nothing else, for nothing else is fearsome”  
–The Divine Comedy 
 
 
 I was never particularly afraid of Hell, at least not consciously. In my younger years I 
thought I was safe enough, devout enough, and later, gripped by agnosticism, it didn’t seem to 
matter as much. The demons always lay dormant in the background of my Catholic childhood, 
though, occasionally rearing their heads. A childhood friend of mine tells me, after she hears me 
mutter “shit” under my breath, that every time I curse I am slapping God in the face; at bible 
school we prepare for our first confession, assured we will be forgiven, but we quietly wonder 
what will happen if the next time, we are not; a girl in my bible study class must be reminded after 
she says she wants to die to be with Jesus that suicide victims go to Hell; at Sunday school I draw 
a picture of Jesus under a rainbow; the next year when I clean out my dresser I am afraid of what it 
means if I throw it away. When we read “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” in 11th grade 
English, the class laughs at the melodrama. I force out a chuckle but I do not find it particularly 
funny. I stitch a red cross on the white dress and I prick my finger. 
 
 The first time someone told me I was going to Hell I was as drunk as I had ever been. A 
friend invited me to the family party they were having to celebrate her brother’s return from 
deployment in Kyrgyzstan. Throughout his stationing, Johnny had maintained that he was never in 
true danger, but still the family’s relief that night was palpable. Bella and I used the occasion—a 
celebration supposedly honoring sacrifice and bravery—as an excuse to steal alcohol and get 
roaring drunk, which we did with great stealth and speed. Family hugged Johnny with tears of joy, 
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glad he was safe; we chugged beers behind bushes. Johnny’s friends teased him and warmly 
clasped his back with large rough hands; we splashed unattended vodka into our sodas.  
 Of course most of the later evening is blurred by hazy intoxication, but a distinct moment 
of recollection is me, rolling in the yard next to the fire pit, blades of grass getting caught in my 
sweater. I laughed and laughed about going to church the next morning not for any pious reason, 
not to atone for my sins of the evening, but for the pancakes Bella’s mother would buy us 
afterwards. In a drunken slur I said something foolish about the heat of the fire on my back, the 
tendrils licking their way around my shoulders. A friend of her brother remarked, half-joking but 
clearly annoyed, “You better get used to the feeling of those flames.” 
 
 The Last Judgment is perhaps the most famous of Christian iconography depicting Hell. In 
it, Jesus returns once again to judge the living and the dead, to send them to their rightful place 
based on their actions on Earth. The souls that have done wrong are tortured in the underworld, 
and we see their naked bodies in supreme and unending pain. We see the fate of the good souls, 
too, those that rest above, but the Heaven portions attract little of my attention comparatively, 
consisting mostly of static rows of identical looking humans, faces either flat or mildly blissful. 
The Hell portions are much more dynamic, with figures at all angles, being eaten or tortured by 
demons. Giotto di Bondone’s version of the icon demonstrates exactly this: in the Heaven portion, 
the “good” figures sit almost stadium style: equal rows, heads at the same height; the same faces 
painted on the same brown, curly-haired heads. If not for the occasional head tilt, the figures could 
be identical images copied and pasted. They look almost like holy graph paper lining the top of the 
image.  
 5 
 Hell, in comparison, is wild, untamable, and takes the eye much longer to process. The 
entirety of Hell is engulfed in flames, and within it various blue and black demons torture the 
naked souls doomed in distinct, detailed ways: one eats off a man’s penis, another digs claws deep 
into a woman’s bloody back, elsewhere arms are ripped from their sockets and women are hanged 
by their hair. The whole thing looks mostly like a stew of limbs, entangled and crooked and 
surrounded by fire. At the bottom sits the Prince of Hell, a large demon who eats and excretes the 
doomed. Two legs sprout from his mouth and a tortured face emerges from his crotch. 
 The Prince of Hell here resembles a beast found in other iterations of The Last Judgement: 
The Hellmouth—a monster that is itself the entryway to Hell, supposedly swallowing the evil 
souls and expelling them into the underworld. The Visions of the Knight Tondal, an illuminated 
manuscript by Simon Marmion, features a favorite Hellmouth of mine: in the monster’s gaping 
oval mouth, bright red and almost glowing in comparison to the dark background of the miniature, 
two silhouetted figures suffer at opposite angles. Flames escape the red maw and flicker out into 
blue then grey tips, blending with the black background. Curved, sharp teeth guard the perimeter 
of the jaw. The vibrant red mouth keeps drawing the eye back, allowing it to look nowhere else for 
longer than a brief glance, inviting viewers to climb into Hell themselves. At second glance one 
can see red figures that almost blend into the mouth, grieving figures descending into Hell.  
 Sometimes I wonder why medieval depictions of Hell are so intoxicating, why I would 
rather look at the suffering, broken, twisted bodies of Hell than the neat, plain faces of Heaven. 
Scholars have also considered this, and of course there are many logical answers, most likely that 
the main purpose of the images is to inspire divine fear in the viewer. As the majority of people in 
the medieval period were illiterate, art was used as a way of teaching the masses about scripture. 
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What better way to teach someone to behave than by showing them all of the tortures they will 
suffer if they don’t? 
 However, I would also like to think that part of the spark behind these images are artists 
who love the things they are afraid of, who feel an irresistible pull to recreate the grotesque and 
the misshapen. As an eternal lover of horror films, I can’t say I’ve been unseduced by terror. But 
whether this fascination has been a way to make myself feel better when I look away, or a sick 
infatuation with making myself feel worse by looking at all, it is hard to say. 
 
 I have never been particularly afraid of Hell—but I have always been afraid of elevators. 
Ever since I can remember, my nightmares have been populated by them. I am trapped in them, 
falling in them, watching the square numbers tick by faster and faster on the little screen. I don’t 
have these dreams as much as I did as a child, but they still return every once in a while, when my 
subconscious is at its most restless. The details of the events change slightly each time: the 
elevator accelerates up or down; it bursts through the ceiling or crashes through the floor; it is my 
fault for standing over a grate (in my dream logic I am blocking air from escaping and thus 
propelling the elevator upward) or the elevator has malfunctioned or it happens too quickly to tell. 
But the elevator is always there, and I always get in when the bell rings and the silver doors slide 
open. 
 
 In Anne Sexton’s The Awful Rowing Toward God, elevators are one of the ways to 
Heaven. The book is filled with various ways of trying to get closer to God; I cannot walk an 
inch/without trying to walk to God, she says, I cannot move a finger/without trying to touch God. 
She rides “the elevator into the sky,” as one of these ways, naming the floors and their contents as 
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she goes along. The sixteenth floor has “small plants and swans/bending into their grave” the 200th 
has “mountains with the patience of a cat,/silence wearing its sneakers.” When she finally reaches 
the top, floor 6000, she finds a key whose matching door she cannot find.  
 But even though she cannot find the door, she has still made it farther than me; in all of my 
dreams about my elevator, I always come careening back toward the ground, even when the 
elevator has first burst through the ceiling. I typically wake up before the collision with the floor, 
though, in the way the dream or the nightmare always ends before the most dramatic part. But 
once—when I woke up too late—the elevator got to the ground floor and I awaited the arresting 
grip of consciousness, but it never came. I watched through the glass walls as the floor turned 
transparent and my surroundings turned black as dirt. Even still, I couldn’t pull myself from sleep. 
I kept falling and falling until everything shifted from black to red and the air grew too warm to 
bear. I heard a guttural cackle from below. Where could I have been headed but into the arms of 
the devil? I used to be convinced that the elevator nightmares were omens predicting my eventual 
death. Was this a warning of what was to come afterward?  
 Maybe I have always feared inferno. 
 
 In Milton’s Paradise Lost, the gate to Hell is guarded by two figures: Sin and Death. The 
one that holds the key, however, is Sin. She is a woman from the waist up, but her lower half is 
described as “a serpent armed/with mortal sting.” Around her middle she hosts a ring of rabid 
Hellhounds that kennel in her womb, where they can still be heard barking and growling from 
within.  Satan birthed Sin from his mind, and then impregnated her with Death, who then rapes 
her, resulting in the birth of the Hellhounds that “howl and gnaw/at [her] bowels.” She relives the 
rape at the hands of her son every hour, birthing and conceiving the gnarling dogs repeatedly, 
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endlessly.  She is meant in some ways to be an inverse of the Son of God—she is Satan’s twisted 
progeny. Her serpentine qualities, too, bring to mind original sin and the role of femininity in the 
creation of earthly evil, the story we tell of Eve seducing Adam into eating the apple and the fear 
of the sexualized female body that is deeply engrained in this narrative. Because of these 
associations, Sin acts as prototype of what film critic Barbara Creed has deemed the trend of “the 
monstrous feminine,” women whose societal demonization becomes literal and whose images are 
rampant in the realm of myth and horror—the vagina dentata, the Medusa, the siren, the harpy, the 
witch, the vampire, the telekinetic prom bloodbaths, the assault revenge fantasies, the possessed 
girls masturbating with crucifixes, projectile vomiting. All of these women, though, despite their 
unfair demonization, are immensely powerful. Regardless of Sin’s unending pain and her portrayal 
as a monster she is still the portress, still someone that Satan has to appeal to in order to get what 
he wants. She both warrants pity and inspires deep, divine terror. Her pain and suffering, 
literalized through the image of the gnarling dogs, is precisely what makes her horrifying. And she 
is. But she still holds the key.  
 
 “You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she's not deadly. She's 
beautiful and she's laughing.” –Helene Cixous 
 
 I was diagnosed with general anxiety disorder when I was seventeen. The disorder has 
been around much longer than that, though; plenty of my pre-diagnosis Facebook statuses are 
occupied by a vague, existential dread—sentences like “I have this gut feeling that something 
really bad is going to happen. And I’m really nervous and I don’t like it.” I remember feeling this 
way, possessing an untamable but unfounded premonition of future pain that tied itself up into a 
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knot twisting tighter and tighter in my stomach. I constantly felt like I was holding my breath, 
even when exhaling. I cried every night walking home from the bus stop. I ate nothing but oatmeal 
for weeks because my jaw was too tight to chew solid food. I hyperventilated in the empty 
auditorium between classes. I wrote convoluted poems that included lines like “I have cats in my 
blood.” Anxiety and fear and anger feel like an uncontrollable animal under the skin. So many of 
us are housing dogs and cats in our viscera. 
 Diagnosis gave me names for the things that were happening—obsessive thought patterns, 
depersonalization, panic attack—a way to unlock the meaning of these feelings I couldn’t explain 
myself. And yet, I got no relief from the physical manifestations—my torn, bloody cuticles, my 
fear of being touched, the only occasionally loosening twist of my intestines, my brief dive into 
hand-washing compulsions, the bruises I used to punch into my thighs, the raw, picked-at scabs on 
my face, half-successfully covered with overpriced makeup. Even now, I can’t stop wearing my 
fear on my skin.  
 
  A rarer manifestation of Christian anxiety over Hell exists within the legendary practice of 
“Hell-painting.” Supposedly, medieval artists commissioned by the Russian Orthodox Church 
would hide sinister images underneath the primer of religious paintings. They would paint icons of 
saints or holy figures and camouflage images of devils in corners, or paint secret horns behind the 
heads of martyrs. They were first mentioned in an account of the life of St. Basil: as the story 
goes, Basil brought a portrait of the Virgin Mary in front of a crowd and threw stones at it, 
revealing devils as the upper layers of paint slowly chipped away. The crowd gasped, aghast at the 
evil that was hidden before their very eyes, scandalized by its proximity to grace, feeling betrayed 
but perhaps also relieved to now know the truth. 
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 Most scholars, however, don’t believe these Hell-paintings ever existed. We only know of 
vague, possibly fictionalized literature that refers to them, and none of the paintings survived, nor 
did any objective record of their presence. Even the full story of St. Basil is difficult to track 
down. But the paintings make sense as a metaphorical tool—a way to illustrate the deceit of the 
world around us, the way that there is bad hidden under pristine appearances, the necessity of 
vigilance. But there is something comforting about considering the paintings as real, about the 
idea that one could take a knife to paint and reveal something true. Even if it is horrifying. 
 
 Mary is tough and doesn’t take shit from anyone. She sports a leather apron, crisp white 
button-down, medical mask covering her mouth, latex gloves, and black patent leather pumps that 
are easily six inches tall. Her eyes are piercing, staring directly into the camera from behind her 
blunt, dark-brown bangs. She is angry. Her arms are crossed obstinately and her right foot points 
outwards, her left hip cocked. She casually grips a surgical drill in one hand, an amputation saw 
dripping with blood in the other. The tagline next to her reads, “SHE’S AN ARTIST” in bold grey 
letters. 
 Watching American Mary, directed by Jen and Sylvia Soska, is a guilty pleasure of mine. 
It’s not a particularly good film, nor is it entertaining in that it is ridiculously bad. Still, something 
brings me back to it. The film tells the story of Mary, a medical student training to become a 
surgeon who struggles with her student loan debt. She forges into the world of voluntary body 
modification surgery to help pay her bills, and things go relatively well for Mary in this vein of 
money-making; she seems happy doing it even though she is reluctant at first. However, at an 
exclusive surgeon-only party, one of her med school professors drugs and sexually assaults her, 
leaving her essentially no choice but to drop out.  But of course, since this is a horror film, she gets 
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her revenge—she captures him, drugs him only so that he is immobilized but can still feel pain, 
and proceeds to hone her skills by attempting every popular form of body modification on him in a 
torturous surgery that lasts over 48 hours. The next time we see him, he is unrecognizable: all four 
of his limbs have been amputated, he has “liar” carved into his forehead in calligraphy, his mouth 
is sewn shut, and he is hung from the ceiling by two large hooks by the skin of his back, which 
stretches visibly a relatively far distance from his body. And that is only what we can see. This is 
Mary’s art: she turns her rage into expression, makes it physical, then uses it to give other people 
what they want. It turns the movie’s drama into a sort of basic revenge plot, but that doesn’t make 
it any less satisfying for me to watch—the simple retributive justice. An eye for an eye. 
 The most recent time I watch, however, I can’t look at the rape scene. It goes on far too 
long and I am too tired and perhaps more afraid than I used to be. I can hear her muffled, drowsy 
protests and his slimy voice, but I am staring at my phone, pretending it is not happening. Reliving 
women’s pain and fear no longer interests me; I am too familiar with the taste, with the twist it 
leaves in my stomach, the cat-scratches on my lungs. I am only here for the bloody satisfaction 
that comes afterwards.  
 
 The second time someone told me I was going to Hell it was my mother and she didn’t say 
anything at all. We were in Seattle, and it was sunnier than it had any right to be. We ate at a 
Marina, stuffing our faces with overpriced calamari as I stole sips of my mother’s Moscow mule 
when she wasn’t looking. Her friend who was with us left for the restroom, and I decided this was 
as good a time as any to tell my mother I was gay, mostly because I figured she must have some 
inkling already. Hadn’t she noticed my increasingly visible performance of queerness? The shaved 
head, the backwards baseball caps, the piercings and flannels and military boots? This secret I was 
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trying and failing to keep from her felt like the air building under the elevator shaft, propelling me 
upwards too fast. So I told her. Clumsily. And I looked at her, looking for something, maybe little 
square numbers behind her eyes that would tell me where we were. But I couldn’t tell where we 
were. Where she was. No elevator, no dream, no relief, no waking up. Just blank eyes and silence.  
 So she looked back at me, looking for something but finding nothing. Or finding 
something that stole the words from her mouth. I don’t think her silence was a product of hatred or 
condemnation, but I think it was certainly a product of fear. She stayed silent until I changed the 
subject (too quickly) and we have never talked about it since. 
 And mostly I don’t care about her searching eyes and sealed lips because most of the time I 
don’t feel I need her blessing. But once I was on a date with a girl that I lied to my mother about 
and I couldn’t get the weight of the lie out of my head. The girl, Olli, and I were smoking weed 
from her Kirby bowl and watching Yu-Gi-Oh! on VHS and slinging our arms around one another 
and I looked at the freckles scattered across her face and I wondered in that moment—Does my 
mother hate me? Or hate that part of me? Or even if she doesn’t, is there not some small part of 
her that thinks there is an afterlife, a Heaven, and that she won’t see me there? I think even if she 
doesn’t worry about my fate frequently, the possibility of my damnation has at least crossed her 
mind once or twice. It’s an odd feeling to know that, or at least to presume to know that, and not 
really care. 
  
 Any biblical text that depicts afterlife or the end of the world is part of a genre called 
“apocalypse,” most notably the book of Revelations; however, a favorite of mine is the 
Apocalypse of Peter, which describes the actual sufferings of Hell and not just the end of times, as 
Revelations does. The Apocalypse of Peter introduces the concept of contrapasso, later utilized in 
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Dante’s Inferno. Contrapasso is the idea that the damned will suffer in Hell in a way that either 
contrasts or reflects their sins on Earth. Women who braided their hair in order to seduce men are 
hanged by it, for all of eternity. Liars and blasphemers have their lips cut off and their mouths 
filled with fire. Sorcerers and false prophets have their heads twisted around their bodies to face 
the opposite direction, so that they "found it necessary to walk backward, /because they could not 
see ahead of them.” There is an equal and opposite reaction, a punishment “deserved” for the 
transgression. An eye for an eye. Mary hangs her rapist by the skin of his back and leaves him to 
die. 
 The root of “apocalypse” is a Greek word that means “to reveal.” There is truth in revenge. 
In the horns hidden under the primer. 
 
 My favorite horror films have nothing to do with Hell. They are tellings and retellings of 
Sin and her sisters, the women made into monsters by those around them, who thirst for blood and 
take their revenge with painted nails. I started with Brian DePalma’s Carrie, moved on to Mitchell 
Lichtenstein’s Teeth and Robert Eggers’ The Witch, and I never looked back. Literary, cinematic, 
religious, and mythic histories are filled with these brutal women. Women who bite back. Women 
who have been hurt or misunderstood or pushed down and have decided to take it upon 
themselves to become the proprietors of pain.  
 Often, these narratives, directed or written by men, are a way to project a fear of women 
and act out the suppression of this onscreen when the masculine hero subdues the monstrous 
woman: the witch burned, the vampire slayed, the toothed vagina conquered. Sometimes, 
however, the women of these films seem to be pushing back against these endings, have become 
more difficult to kill. They are not a fear that can be contained, not a narrative that can be wrapped 
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up. They are the lingering, unkillable, powerful remnants of female pain. The final shots: Carrie’s 
dirty, claw-like hand juts out from the earth; Dawn from Teeth smirks at the next victim she will 
castrate with her toothed vagina; Thomasin in The Witch ascends naked and joyful amongst her 
coven. Sin twirls the key around her monstrous fingers. 
 Now, we are at our most powerful and most enraged. Our most immortal. We are deadly—
and we’re beautiful and we’re laughing. 
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1. Waiting Room 
 There is so much snow that no one knows what to do with it. Large, crystal-white 
mountains sprout in parking lots; they glitter beautifully at first, but they overstay their welcome 
and soon the edges of them turn brown with dirt. I imagine trying to clamber to the top of them, 
slipping and returning over and over again like Sisyphus. There is so much ice that every sidewalk 
is a danger, and everyone is constantly on the edge of falling. My ears are always cold, my knees 
always bruised. Movement here is restricted: you have to move softly, slowly, perpetually aware 
of exactly where you place your feet. And even still, the ice looms, forbidding passage. 
 And in my room, even with the door closed, I can hear him whistling in halls. When I am 
home he is always within my airspace. He leaves his dishes in the sink, crusted over with his 
morning eggs. Even when he is not here, he is here: his art on the walls, his dirty socks on the 
floor. His voice booms through the floor. His footsteps make the most noise. The place I live in/is 
a kind of maze, says Sexton, and I keep seeking/the exit or the home. 
 I feel I am on the top of a very tall fence. 
 
 Purgatory and Limbo, in the Christian sense, are two very different things, though 
culturally they often get conflated, connoting simply “a place between Heaven and Hell.” Both are 
extra-canonical constructions—neither gets mentioned directly in the Bible as we know it; 
however, both were at one point a popular part of Christian belief systems.  
 Purgatory, classically, exists as a place where souls suffer the tortures of Hell in order to be 
purified, so they can subsequently enter Heaven—a mode of settling one’s debts for sinning. The 
people who end up here are those who have sins they have yet to repent for, but are not evil 
enough to warrant an eternity in Hell.  
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 Limbo acts as a similar middle ground of the afterlife, but whereas anyone can enter 
Purgatory, Limbo is only for two specific groups of people: the Patriarchs of the Old Testament 
and unbaptized babies. The Patriarchs (such as Adam, Abraham, Lot, and Isaac) exist in Limbo 
because, by many Christian accounts, human souls could not enter Heaven until after Jesus’ death 
(since their sins could not be forgiven without his sacrifice), but these souls didn’t quite deserve to 
suffer the tortures of Hell. The logic behind the Limbo of unbaptized babies is similar—they are 
souls that certainly have done nothing actively bad enough to damn them to the underworld, and 
yet they are not quite deserving of Heaven since they haven’t been baptized. 
 It’s easy to see, then, how Purgatory and Limbo get conflated—both convey an idea of 
being trapped in-between two extremes, an eternity of mediocrity caused by an undistinguished 
morality. But when the morality aspect is removed for popular, secular use, the meaning of being 
“in limbo” becomes something quite different from a sort of middle-ground afterlife: a decision or 
person or project that is “in limbo” is undecided, unfinished, liminal. It is caught between its 
beginning and its end, but is unable to move forward or backward. Limbo is an amorphous, blurry 
photograph, a moment caught in time that can’t be seen clearly. It is the hour in the rite of passage 
when one is no longer a girl but not quite yet a woman.  
 Yet more essential than the liminality defined by this popular meaning is the confinement 
of it—once something or someone has been cast into Limbo, it is very difficult (if not impossible) 
to escape.  
 
 When we break, we’ll wait for our miracle. God is a place where some holy spectacle lies, 
croons Jeff Magnum, backed only by a rattling guitar. When we break, we’ll wait for our miracle. 
God is a place—you will wait for the rest of your life. 
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 My therapist didn’t call me back for months, and I am only beginning to feel the effects of 
being back on meds. My heart-rate seems, on average, to beat at a more normal pace and I don’t 
cry every day. The headaches go away, but the presence of my hand mirror on the desk still makes 
me nervous, even when I can’t see my face in it. I can’t be reminded that I have a physical form; I 
still feel like I am renting my fingers. And yet, I don’t put the mirror in the drawer. 
 There is still a tiny kernel of rage cooking in me at all times. 
 My therapist suggested I was a good candidate for eye movement desensitization and 
reprogramming (EMDR), a form of psychotherapy in which the patient recounts details of a 
traumatic memory while following a light or finger cue which forces their eyes to move back and 
forth rapidly. The eye movement is meant to replicate REM sleep, which reduces the intensity of 
the disturbing emotions associated with recounting trauma, allowing the patient to process and 
normalize the memory more fully. I keep calling my therapist and she keeps not answering, and 
when she does she tells me she is trying to “pull some strings” to get me in to see an EMDR 
specialist, but it’s not working. I tire of waiting and take it upon myself to attempt to contact 
psychotherapists in the area. Email after email returns: sorry, I’m booked. 
 
 
2. Return, Grasp 
 In this world, I am a small boy with glowing white eyes navigating Limbo in an attempt to 
save my sister. The world is made up entirely of a grey, eerie sky, black silhouettes, and the large 
spider that stalks me through the forest. A soft grain and distortion veils everything. Death 
inundates me. Over and over again I am drowned in lakes; impaled on large branches after falling; 
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stabbed straight through by a spider leg; swallowed up by bear traps that leave my bloody, 
decapitated head lying next to me; and countless other forms of meeting brutal death. 
 The world is the world of Limbo, a video game developed by Playdead and released in 
2010. It’s a classic puzzle-platformer, meaning that the player-character navigates the two-
dimensional world from left to right, running and jumping and solving puzzles through interacting 
with objects. There are several things that make Limbo different, however: first is the sheer 
difficulty of it compared to other platformers—many of the puzzles have to be attempted over and 
over again in order for one to complete them. The number of ways to die, also, is staggering: the 
young boy can be shocked, stabbed, beheaded, crushed, drowned, poisoned, burned, impaled by 
the giant spider. Additionally, the nature of the puzzles requires the player to die in order to solve 
them. John Walker, a game reviewer, notes this, citing a specific puzzle where two large blocks 
hang from the ceiling. Once you learn how to pass the first block, you repeat the same method 
with the second. It falls and crushes you. The mechanics have been switched—the only way to get 
past the second block is by using the same method that killed you trying to pass the first one. “The 
game is messing with you,” remarks Waters, “It wants you to be dying.” 
 Though the intention of the designers is unclear because of the sparse plot of the game, by 
ensuring the death of the vulnerable young boy protagonist, Limbo in part mimics the symptoms 
of trauma. The young boy dies in various gruesome ways as a result of the player’s ineptitude—
though the deaths are functionally unavoidable, there is still a direct relationship between the 
player’s actions and the death of the fragile body. The player then experiences shock and guilt as 
they are forced to watch the grisly consequences of their actions. The repetition of the same event 
over and over again and the emotions that come with it—the terror and misplaced remorse—these 
are textbook experiences of trauma survivors. This is not to say that Limbo traumatizes its players, 
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of course, just that the rhythms and emotions it evokes mirror closely those of psychological 
trauma. 
 The game’s ending is abrupt. After you move from sparse forest to crumbling 
infrastructure and die hundreds of times, the game tosses you, slow-motion, through a huge glass 
window. On the other side of the glass lies the same environment you awoke in at the beginning of 
the game—but as you move to the right, you realize something is different: the first puzzle is 
missing. In its place sits a girl, presumably your sister, in a well-lit field. This is a scene you have 
encountered earlier, only in her other appearance she is kept from you by a series of obstacles and 
then subsequently, she disappears. This time, there are no such obstacles blocking your path. You 
move toward her and she lifts her head, but does not turn to face you. Then, unexpectedly, the 
credits roll. Have you saved your sister from Limbo? Or is it another mirage, simply the beginning 
of your next death-filled journey through Limbo, which you are doomed to repeat for eternity?  
 Can trauma ever be escaped? 
 
 One hungover morning I knock a glass off my desk and it shatters on the floor. On hands 
and knees, I pick up the big pieces, slashing my finger on the sharp edge of the largest fragment. I 
put a bandage on the cut and a pillow on the rest of the miniscule shards on the floor so the cat 
wont cut her paw. Then I go back to sleep. 
 
 Medieval women have visions filled with images of Purgatory, of themselves reaching 
down to bring souls up into Heaven through prayer and suffering. Though many performed the 
miracle, most were women. As Barbara Newman notes in her book From Virile Woman to 
Womanchrist, “Of all Catholic doctrines, none has been more shaped by female piety than the 
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notion of purgatory, which filled an overwhelming place in the visions, devotions and works of 
charity undertaken by religious women.” The space of the in-between is thus relegated to women; 
it becomes their domain. Partially this is because this was viewed as a “safe” practice for 
women—their assigned form of charity was an activity that was practiced mostly silently and in 
solitude, through prayer. But outside of the practical uses, the image speaks to me—the image of a 
hundred feminine hands reaching into the in-between. 
 One such “apostle to the dead,” as Newman names them, is Perpetua, who along with her 
slave Felicitas becomes a martyr and dedicates herself to saving souls from Purgatory. The first 
time she does so it is her brother she saves—she, in her sleep, encounters a vision of her brother 
suffering in Purgatory, thirsty, ill-clad, and still suffering from the cancer that killed him. Perpetua 
awakes, and anxiously cries and prays for days on end. Finally, she is rewarded with another 
vision, this time of her brother “healed and happy, at play in the immortal fountain.” She plucks 
him from the edge of Hell, though she cuts her hand on the way. 
 Nearly all iconography of Saint Perpetua also depicts Saint Felicitas—and in them they are 
always touching. In one of them, Perpetua gently places her arm around Felicitas, resting her hand 
on her shoulder; in the center of the image they both grasp the same cross. In others, they hold 
each other in a mutual embrace, arms around each other, halos intersecting, cheeks touching. In 
almost all of them their faces are so similar that they seem to be hugging a mirror; they look like 
two halves of the same whole. The entire image feels warm: a yellow-gold background envelops 
them; the two of them are clothed in all reds, yellows, and oranges.  
 Though Felicitas was a slave, and it is doubtful that historically Felicitas and Perpetua had 
this reciprocal of a relationship, the images of them of display a sort of quiet intimacy between 
women that we rarely (if ever) get to see elsewhere in Christian iconography: the tenderness of 
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two cheeks lightly touching, holding each other up. They have been immortalized in mutual 
support and platonic intimacy. They need each other. 
 
3. Break 
 The first time I lived by myself I had to shatter my own glass back door with a stone from 
the garden. I went into the yard (completely boxed in with concrete walls) to have a smoke, and 
then locked myself out without a key or housemates, or a way even to get to the front of my house. 
No one to call. My landlord lived in Jersey. 
 I tried to break just one of the panels of my glass back door so I could reach my hand 
through and unlock the handle. It crossed my mind to call 911, but the shame of me, high in my 
backyard, utterly alone, needing a cop to—what? Break down the door?—was more than I could 
bear. So I looked around for something to break the glass; I will take a crowbar, goes one of 
Sexton’s poems. My eyes fell on the stones that lined the dirt around the hydrangeas. I picked one 
up; I figured the deed would be easy; the stone was heavy. 
 It was not easy. The first dramatic hurl left only a miniscule blemish. 
 Soon I was repeatedly throwing the stone at the window as hard as I could, making only a 
small nick in the glass each time. My hand became rough with small cuts. A party raged a few 
doors down—the walls of the backyard were too tall for me to see anything, but I could hear the 
loud hum of a dozen garbled voices talking at once and the muffled beats of semi-distant house 
music. I assumed none of the partyers could hear me, but soon one girl piped up to ask what I was 
doing. When I explained my situation, she slurred, “You go girl,” and then disappeared back into 
the cacophony of the party, leaving me alone yet again. I heaved and heaved the stone into the 
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glass and briefly I considered spending the rest of my life in that backyard, befriending the local 
possums. I convinced myself that with enough time, I could become a hydrangea.  
 Then, finally, a crack.  
 Then another.  
 Then the whole door shattered. 
 
 In Wilfred Owen’s poem “Mental Cases” he describes soldiers traumatized by war as 
“purgatorial shadows,/drooping tongues from jays that slob their relish.” They are trapped in-
between, safe from harm and yet still convinced they are in danger, forced to relive constantly 
their worst nightmares, becoming shadows. It makes sense to me that trauma would be associated 
with Purgatory this way, as a liminal state. The term “trauma” originally referred to physical 
wounds—it was not until Sigmund Freud’s case studies in hysteria that we understood the mind to 
be as fragile as the skin. Both physical and mental trauma is, then, the state of being wounded—
trapped in the moment after the harm has been done but before the healing has started. A lifetime 
of bleeding. 
 
 On the one-year anniversary of my friend sexually assaulting me, I do his dishes—because 
we live together, because they are my plates, because I am pretending like everything is fine now. 
I confronted him about it months ago, standing and crying in our kitchen into the early morning, 
and I am sure that he thinks I forgave him shortly after. But the truth is any time I see or even hear 
him, another barking dog kennels in my stomach. There is an animal inside me, says Sexton, 
clutching fast to my heart. 
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 After the dishes are done I cry in the shower. It is harder and harder to breathe and I finally 
have to hunch over, placing my hands on my scraped knees, and watch the water collect and 
stream off my chin onto the dirty shower floor. I must get out soon in order to avoid raising 
suspicion—I can almost hear one of my housemates saying, Hasn’t she been in there a while? and 
I don’t want them to worry, so I collect myself and exit into the cool harsh room. 
 I sit on my bed in my towel and tell myself the story as I have a hundred times before: He 
came to visit me when I was far from home and felt scared and alone. So did he. So we went out 
and drank and drank and drank and then suddenly we were having sex. And it was fine, clearly 
both of us just going through the motions. I think halfway through we both decided we would 
rather be asleep.  
 The next night we went out and drank again because we were both scared and alone and 
clinging desperately to one another.  
 
 And that night we have sex again. But this time it is different. 
 
 I ask him not to call me names and he does anyway. He calls me “bitch” and “slut” and 
asks me what are you and won’t stop until I call myself names, too. And then I just freeze and 
everything is just happening to my body, not to me. When I let out a fake moan it is not even me 
doing it; I don’t even realize it is happening; no one is piloting my body. She is trying so badly to 
cover up the absence of the hand at her steering wheel. I am not sure for whose benefit she does 
this. 
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 And he goes down on her, too, my body, even though I told him I wasn’t comfortable with 
it because I was on my period. When he does it, he says I don’t even care, I have to. And she lets 
him because I am far, far away. He takes the condom off without asking.  
 Finally, I crash back into my body and the whole thing ends in me gasping repeatedly for 
breath, my shoulders heaving on the twin mattress, sobbing so hard I am almost wailing. I tell him 
it’s nothing, assure him he has done nothing wrong, that it has just “happened,” a result of my 
anxiety, not him. I don’t want to be a spectacle, though I surely am—like a wrecked satellite on 
fire, crashing through the atmosphere or someone collapsed into a pile of limbs on a busy street. I 
lie so I can stop being looked at. We go to sleep and the next day we eat little chocolate cakes in a 
café and I smile in the picture he takes of me—just like I did in the photo from the night before 
where he looks at me with greedy eyes over a pint of Guinness.  
 I keep looking at the blurry pictures, keep telling myself the story, like I am a lawyer going 
over the details of a particularly complicated case. I can’t help it, even though I’m not sure whose 
side I’m on, or who I am trying to convince. 
  
 “And Jesus said, ‘Two will rest on a bed: the one will die, and the other will live’” – 
Coptic Gospel of Thomas 1:61 
 
 In my dream the house is warm and he is not here. He will not be here for a long, long 
time. I have turned off the harsh fluorescents and the soft glow of the string lights wrapped around 
the hanging art illuminates the room. A friend rings the doorbell and the noise does not make me 
jump like it normally would. She enters and sits on the couch, and for a moment we listen as the 
melting snow drips outside my window. Drip, drip. The repeated sound comforts us with the 
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promise of spring. Our arms touch lightly on the couch as we watch TV, and when she smiles the 
dogs raging in my stomach rest their heads on their paws for a moment and close their eyes. I lean 
my head on her shoulder and I feel lighter, like I have finally come to sit on my bed and remove 
my shoes after a long, hard day.  
 I can leave any time—but for once, I want to stay. 
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“It is in your self interest to find a way to be very tender” – Jenny Holzer’s Truisms 
 
 There are many iterations of art of the Virgin Mary, most featuring her blue veil, head 
tilted to the side, soft eyes. Perhaps the most well-known of these different icons of the Virgin is 
the Madonna and Child, which is a name given to the popular depiction of Mary holding the infant 
Christ in her arms. There are countless versions of this image: the earlier 12th century ones where 
Mary And Jesus are static, two-dimensional figures that look as though they are stuck to flypaper, 
and the later renaissance versions where the two look plump and warm with their cheeks glowing 
red. In many of them the Virgin looks down, her soft gaze turned either to the ground or to her 
child. Giovanni Battista Salvi’s Mary and Jesus look to be almost asleep, Jesus’s small head rested 
on Mary’s breast, her cheek laid gently on the top of his head, both of their eyes closed. In other 
versions Mary’s gaze is fixed forward, almost as if she is confronting me. I always feel I have 
intruded upon a moment of intimacy meant only for mother and child, regardless of whether the 
eyes are staring or sleeping.  
 
 For a few months I stop looking in the mirror because it doesn’t look like me staring back. 
My thighs balloon outwards; my body looks to me like an overstuffed ravioli, pale and squishy 
and consumed by extra flesh. When I walk into the room I avoid making eye contact. This is not a 
new experience for me: I occasionally become so separated from my body that the thought of my 
own skin spirals me into dissociation; I feel as though I am a smaller being whose embodiment is 
synonymous with entrapment, like I am really a hand inside a glove of a body, like my 
consciousness is a baby in a harsh womb. I try to convince myself that the legs that spill over and 
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consume the chair they are resting on are my legs, or that they are me, but I can’t. Perhaps I am no 
one, goes another Sexton poem, True, I have a body/and I cannot escape from it. 
 My mother’s fixation on her weight and on my own feel like a kernel at the center of all 
this—surely one of many—but one that hurts the most and digs its roots a little deeper each time I 
watch her go all day without eating, hear her lament the way her stomach has stretched out since 
having children and never recovered, connect my own weight loss or gain with thriving or 
suffering, despite the fact that both come from the same tormented relationship with food. I am 
tempted to turn the mirror in my room so that it faces the wall, but I am too obsessed with making 
myself feel worse, with pressing on my own bruises to make sure they still hurt. 
  Months later, I notice that the straight lines on my wall look curved through the mirror. 
Suddenly, I realize that I have been living in a funhouse attraction, taunted by a piece of glass bent 
out at the middle. I bought a new mirror that day, but the old one still sits in the corner of the 
living room, reminding me of the version of myself whose stomach careens comically outwards, 
whose feet and head are miniscule in comparison.  
 
 Rachel and I make ourselves into a statue on the Septa train home. We sit in a mostly 
empty car with our knees tilted towards each other, our bodies fashioned in a way that allows her 
to rest her head on my shoulder and me to in turn place my cheek softly on her head. I think about 
how anyone looking at us would not know why we are crying—whether we had just seen a movie 
or had an issue with a romantic partner or just felt the simple weight of having a body. All anyone 
could see is the two heads, the shoulders and necks forming cradles for the other’s shape, the 
viscous wax tears frozen on the faces. The pink flush of skin so pale it is nearly glass.  
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 She wrote about me once (just as I have her) and the quiet summer we spent sharing a 
room. “We think we are happy” her poem goes, “but not just/candlelight means intimacy/and 
you’re right about so many things/the six feet between us is all softness/you are a pillow to me.” 
The place we lived was the first apartment I paid my own rent for, the first place that felt mine. I 
would wait in our sparsely furnished living room—just a couch and a table covered in comic 
books—for her to return from work or she would wait for me and when we reunited, covered in 
various foodstuffs from our minimum wage jobs (she wearing a coat of gelato, I spattered in 
hummus and baba ganoush like a Jackson Pollock) we would lounge out on the front stoop in our 
PJ’s and pet the stray cats that wandered by. Sometimes we would smoke a bowl in our fenced-in 
backyard and giggle our way to the bodega around the block, then return home with armfuls of 
junk food. I told her what I was afraid of and she said she was scared too. 
 
 My mother bites and picks at her nails like I do. It has always been the two of us: neither 
my sister nor my father is wounded by the habit. Just me and my mother and our shared nervous 
tick, as it always has been. When I was younger we used to scold each other in church, whispering 
reprimands back and forth in the creaky pew. To this day we compare our cuticles, perhaps as a 
way of checking in on one another: “Look how good I have kept my nails,” she will say, holding 
up the short stubs on her hand that are slightly longer than usual, maybe adorned in a mauve 
polish. “Mine have been better,” I will respond, laying my mangled tips on the table. When I come 
home to visit she watches my hands when I eat. “Let me see your fingernails!” she gasps.  
 Her hands, with knuckles swollen so that the rings slide around on the lower third of her 
fingers, fumble loudly with the tool that mechanically presses the cookies into various shapes, 
stars and wreaths and Christmas trees, until 3 am. The hands make macarons all afternoon for no 
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one in particular. The hands love the methodical domesticity of it, but also the artistry of it. The 
hands recover from working by working more.  
 Once upon a time her hands drew small doodles with markers on the napkins they placed 
in my lunch (the same for years: a plain peanut butter sandwich, a bag of grapes, a small number 
of chips). The ink bled through the layers of the napkin, making it unusable.  
 Her hands, now sun-spotted with age, smooth the black skirt. Later the hands hang the skirt 
up in a row of identical black skirts and identical black suit jackets. In her head, moments replay: 
someone tells her she looks tired; her mother makes her wear the christening dress; she watches 
the woman gets laughed out of the job interview for wearing a pink suit. The hands have learned 
that the easiest way to get by is by looking the part. The hands have learned that appearance is a 
survival tool. I think this is why my mother sighs and fights when I shave my head or pierce my 
nose or get a tattoo—part of her thinks I am making things more difficult for myself.  
 But it’s also not as simple as this: I have seen the photos of her in front of her motorcycle, 
her hair short, her ears full of piercings. I want to know this version of my mother, the one that 
came before the practical bob and Ann Taylor wardrobe, but I am too scared to ask. Maybe I am 
unwilling because it tears at the image of her that I have constructed, the explanations for things I 
have written out in my head in the absence of understanding. 
 Her hands now look a bit like what I imagine mine will someday look like: the ripped up 
cuticles, tips of fingers a bit more red than the rest where they have constantly had to heal from 
self-inflicted damage. Our faces look alike, too, with the thick parenthesis of creases that surround 
our mouths, nose to chin, the rounded noses, the thin eyebrows, the small hooded eyes.  Perhaps 
the fact that we are so similar is the same reason our relationship has suffered: looking at the other 
is like looking in a mirror, and neither of us has ever been good at confronting our reflection. 
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 I have always maintained that I do not want children. I am unconvinced that I’m fit for the 
job—I’m too selfish, too anxious, too disgusted by the way that children constantly seem to have a 
layer of sticky residue all over them. My desire to interact with children only goes as far as being 
an “auntie” figure—someone who takes the kid for ice cream and hands them back to their mother 
when they start to get weepy and tired. 
 This was a constant point of contention between my high school theater teacher and I. She 
was the type who preached that having kids was the most important thing she had ever done, and 
was convinced it is a universally transformative and positive experience. She wanted everyone to 
hold their own small and pink and screaming being in their arms; she believed that no one had 
lived a life until they had created another.  
 In my yearbook, she wrote me a long message and a short note, on opposite pages. In the 
short note, on a page of advertisements, she circled a listing for a gynecologist and wrote next to 
it, “She’s great! She delivered Liam.” In the long note she said, “I hope you change your mind and 
decide to grant the world your progeny someday.” 
 You will change your mind. You will come to your senses. The sentiment rings over and 
over again like church bells striking the hours. She was not the first person to say those words to 
me, and she surely won’t be the last. So take a picnic/open your body,/and give birth to pearls, 
Sexton tells me. 
 
 I arrive home from work and the cat leaps down from her tower, greeting me with small 
chirps. It takes a moment for her voice to reach her full volume, as she has been napping all day. 
She brushes up against my ankles and I take her into my arms, bouncing her on my hip. I sway 
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slowly in a circle and sing her the song that still plays through my headphones: my baby, my baby, 
you’re my baby, say it to me. 
 
 In medieval times, some Christians believed that the holiest act of all was a woman 
abandoning her children. It seems counterintuitive, especially considering the church’s emphases 
on Mary’s love for her child. But while she loved him, she also allowed him to die for the greater 
good, and this is what women were emulating when they abandoned their children or conceded 
their deaths. Losing a child became simultaneously a sacrifice and a blessing: a test of faith but 
also a convenient reason to turn one’s attention from earthly matters to matters of the spirit. The 
tasks of motherhood were viewed as incompatible with the tasks of sainthood. Barbara Newman 
says of this in From Virile Woman to Womanchrist, “The maternal martyr is a woman whose 
holiness is enhanced by her willingness to abandon her children or, in extreme cases, consent to 
their deaths as the Virgin did Christ’s. As a consequence of this renunciation, she is delivered 
from family ties and enabled to live for God alone.” Put in another way by Newman, “Maternal 
love must be crushed underfoot in the name of faith.” 
 While this phenomena is interesting from a theoretical standpoint, illuminating the conflict 
between the spiritually rich metaphor of motherhood as a devoted act of care and the literal 
restrictive, all-consuming nature of the actual task, it is also significant through the way it 
transformed pious Christianity into a way for women to escape patriarchal structures. Sainthood, 
while of course strived for earnestly by many women, also became a glowing red exit sign for 
women who didn’t want children, or were forced to have children they didn’t want in the first 
place, or who, as the medieval figure Umiliana did, viewed marriage as “a fate worse than death.” 
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For these women the sacrificial task of cutting their family ties felt more like an exhale than a 
wound in the side. 
 
 Another Mary is holding another Jesus, but this child is not a child. Now he is older and 
heavier and cold and dead. This is the Pietà, another version of Mary, which mirrors the Madonna 
and Child. It still emphasizes the love between Mary and her miraculous son, but now it is love 
through sorrow, her mourning at the death of her child. The most famous depiction of this scene is 
Michelangelo’s, a marble statue that now resides at the Vatican. Like in the Madonna, the Virgin 
sits and holds Jesus on her lap, but now he is too big and limp to be contained and his limbs, with 
the holes through the hands and feet, spill over her lap and onto the floor. You can see the weight 
of him. Though Mary looks almost serene in her sorrow, gazing downward, her hand looks 
strained against Jesus’s back, propping him up as his listless neck leaves his head dangling 
lifelessly down. Every part of him gives in to gravity, reaches towards the Earth. The only thing 
keeping him up is his mother’s hands, her eyes still young and in love. 
 On May 21, 1972, Mary lay in pieces on the floor of the Vatican, her delicate eyelid, 
fingers, and left arm and hand scattered about the room. She suffered twelve blows of the hammer 
wielded by Laszlo Toth, who burst into the church yelling, “I am Jesus Christ—risen from the 
dead,” and then violently swung and swung at Mary, breaking her gentle body into cold marble 
fragments until authorities physically restrained him. There were over 100 pieces of her once he 
was done. Putting Mary back together was a delicate task, one that took nearly a year. She and her 
son now sit behind bulletproof glass, but if you look closely, you can still see the seams where the 
wounds once were. 
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 I am at a party when I am suddenly thinking about it again, the assault. He is here, because 
he is somehow always around precisely at the moment when I am too weak to handle the sight of 
him, and he is making out with a girl on the dance floor. I think about pulling her away, warning 
her. But I don’t know how or if I should. If it was just me.  
 So instead I grab my friend, Lex, and tell them I need to leave, and they don’t ask 
questions. They just nod and sling an arm across my sometimes limp, sometimes ecstatic drunk 
body and half-carry me all the way home. At moments I am laughing at the ridiculousness of my 
own burning sadness; at others I am weeping; most of the time I am somehow doing both 
simultaneously. They stop with me patiently when I am forced to my knees and try to shakily 
catch my breath, compressed into my smallest form. When we finally finish our pilgrimage, 
crumple onto our couch, they stay up with me until five AM watching the show we always used to 
when we were younger and stoned and wanted to laugh away our loneliness. There are people who 
want me to heal. 
 
 Corita Kent, a famous screenprinter of the 60’s and 70’s, was also a nun, and was a 
devotee of The Immaculate Heart of Mary. Her work primarily features messages of love and 
peace, and almost all of her prints contain bright colors, oranges and pinks and electric blues. Most 
are made up of words layered inside words, (some stenciled and some handwritten, intentionally a 
bit inscrutable). The message of the prints is similar to that of the Immaculate Hearts, who 
emphasized “hospitality, generosity, outgoing joy, lightness, humor, compassion and courage.” 
This religiosity is a tender one, one that is about intensifying joy and love rather than asceticism, 
suffering as the means to a happy end. Perhaps this is why Kent saw love and art in everything.  
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 One of her prints, titled “It’s Nice That” is occupied by red and pink shapes. It looks like 
Valentine’s Day. The text of the print reads, “Let’s talk” in a friendly font. The other side says, 
“What being loved makes being do is precisely be,” in swooping, sloppy scrawl.  
 
 There is one short story by Lydia Davis that I always think of when I think of motherhood. 
It is called “Fear,” and it goes like this: Nearly every morning, a certain woman in our community 
comes running out of her house with her face white and her overcoat flapping wildly. She cries 
out, "Emergency, emergency," and one of us runs to her and holds her until her fears are calmed. 
We know she is making it up; nothing has really happened to her. But we understand, because 
there is hardly one of us who has no been moved at some time to do just what she has done, and 
every time, it has taken all our strength, and even the strength of our friends and families, too, to 
keep us quiet. 
 
 There are only two situations in which I experience any vague inkling of “maternal 
instinct.”  The first is when someone I know is ill (either mentally or physically). While I 
sometimes have trouble finding the motivation to take care of myself, to shower or eat or do the 
laundry, when someone I love is struggling I will make them soup and tuck them in blankets and 
run to the drug store and buy them magazines and cough drops. There is something about the 
hollowed-out faces of friends that makes my stomach ache. I want to build them a fence (to keep 
the bad things out), a home (to keep the good ones in).  
 Love and a cough cannot be concealed, says Sexton. Even a small cough. Even a small 
love. 
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 The other time I feel like a mother is when I gaze at the face of my teenage self. Her 
obsessively straightened and bleached-blonde hair, her clumped mascara, her skin vaguely red-tan 
from lying out in the sun and burning. Her cheeks are a little fuller than mine (though they are still 
quite full now), her eyes a bit brighter, if unknowing. I want to buy her cough drops and 
magazines.  I want to take her orange face in my hands and tell her that it all matters, the tears and 
the bad eyeliner and the French fries and celebrity crushes and the almost-heartbreak. That even 
though it will not affect her life in the long run, that even though some will call her silly or 
dramatic or self-obsessed, that it matters because it matters to her, and that is enough. I want to 
reach out an invisible hand and grab hers when she walks into the dance, when she has her first 
kiss with a boy she does not like, when she messes up the song in the play and it feels like—no 
is—the end of the world. I want to tell her that she will feel like a cliché, that she will want to 
dismiss her own feelings as part of the Teenage Girl experience that the world makes fun of in 
John Hughes movies. But it matters. It matters just as much as anything else.  
 I used to imagine my past self seeing this current iteration of me. I thought that I must look 
sad from old eyes. But now the eyes look the other way, the new at the old, and the new are 
perhaps still sad but they are also the eyes of Mary, soft and longing and calling for someone to 
fill her arms with their bodies. 
 Is the need to hold someone in your own two arms a motherly one? 
 
 My own favorite of the many Mary’s is the Mary of the Immaculate Heart, which is often a 
simple bust portrait of Mary alone. The Immaculate Heart itself sits in the center of her chest, 
similar in appearance to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, but rather than being wrapped in a crown of 
thorns, hers, much more tender, is wrapped in a wreath of roses in full bloom. The Immaculate 
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Heart acts as a way to symbolize the love surrounding the Mother Mary. Partly, it is the love God 
had for her, leaving her free of sin, and also her love for her miraculous son; this is Mary’s divine 
love. However, her love is twofold, and she also represents an intense form of the adoration 
possible in human relationships—the love between a mother and child, two lovers, two friends. 
Mary takes God’s love for her and gives it to all of us—whether we have asked for it or not, says 
the Immaculate Heart. But in addition to magnifying God’s love, she is also herself an iteration of 
the love we all are capable of, the love we depend on in each other.  
  What draws me to artistic depictions of the Immaculate Heart more than the heart itself, 
though, are Mary’s hands. Hands are extremely important in the deciphering of religious 
iconography—whether they are praying, giving a specific symbol of blessing, or holding an iconic 
object. Many gestures derive from the codes of Greek orators, who would use certain hand 
symbols to convey certain emotions, and so each specific placement of fingers means something 
unique. The most common of these is the symbol of the blessing, often performed by Jesus, in 
which the pointer and middle finger are extended fully and the others are bent down, the third 
finger gently resting on the thumb. In depictions of Mary with her hand up, her fingers are often 
curled down, with the index finger nearly straight and the other fingers increasingly more 
curved—this is the symbol for awe and amazement. In others, however, her hands make no 
particular sign and yet still mean everything. Her arms are outstretched, her palms open to the 
viewer, signifying nothing but a warmth, an openness, a stance that makes her look as if she were 
waiting to be embraced. 
 
 “Mary does laugh;” reads one of Kent’s prints, “and she sings and runs and wears bright 
orange. Today she’d probably do her shopping at the Market Basket.” The presence of Mary in 
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work by a religious woman is not surprising, but it is not the Mary we are expecting to meet. Her 
blue veil is gone, her soft eyes crinkled with laughter. She is familiar and unfamiliar—she is not 
the Mary we know, but she one that seems closer to us, one whose grocery cart you could run into, 
one whose laugh sounds like a friend’s. 
 
 My most recent tattoo is of an Immaculate Heart. It sits on the very top of my left thigh, all 
pale and squishy and tender. The tattoo is a stick-and-poke done by a friend of mine, meaning that 
rather than getting it in a studio by a machine that pounds between 1-35 needles into your skin 
about 300 times per minute, I sat in a warm living room while a single girl with a single needle 
and a small ink reservoir poked the design into my skin with her own hand. The process took 
about three hours, with breaks to pet the cat or eat Chinese food. You can tell by looking at it, 
healed now, that it was done by hand. While my other tattoos are made up of thick black lines, this 
is clearly a collection of dots. Plenty of tattoo artists and aficionados hate the look of amateur 
work, but I love the intimacy of it, the way you can tell just by glancing at it that it was done by 
someone who cares about me and who I care about, who sat with me for three hours and poked 
each blot of ink into me with gentle fingers. I love that it’s imperfect. In fact, imperfection is the 
point. 
 The girl who gave me the tattoo for Mary is one of my mothers. I have had many mothers 
on this earth, and all of them have been with me in moments of intense emotion, have made a 
spectacle with me of our feelings, have sat in the passenger seat of my old car and bellowed out a 
song with me, have bathed with me in the fluorescent light of a kitchen late into the night. They all 
have veils and kind eyes. 
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“I've known a Heaven, like a Tent— 
To wrap its shining Yards— 
Pluck up its stakes, and disappear” 
 -“I’ve known a Heaven, like a Tent” by Emily Dickinson 
 
 I drove to the hospital by accident. I had only meant to leave the house, and then to leave 
the parking spot out back where I was shaking with rage. I had meant to drive to the train station, 
the first place I thought of that I could get to easily. I had meant to drive to the train station but my 
hands were too shaky on the wheel so I pulled over into the first parking lot I could find. And now 
I am at the hospital accidentally, feeling like the anger and hurt will vibrate my body into pieces at 
any second. I will take a crowbar, goes the poem, and pry out the broken. The accident doesn’t 
feel like one; it feels like my pain has shouted to my steering hands, “Emergency, emergency,” 
and they have brought me to the right place. 
 
 One of my favorite places is the Cy Twombly room at the Philadelphia Museum of Art. It 
sits in the midst of the contemporary art wing, a smaller often much quieter room. If you go at the 
right time, it is empty. If you go at the right time you can sit there, housed by Twombly’s chaos on 
every side, and stare at the red splotches until you can shut your eyes and see them in green. The 
collection is Twombly’s Fifty Days at Iliam, which retells the events of Homer’s The Iliad. As you 
survey the room, the ten paintings tell a story that begins with Achilles’ miraculous shield and 
moves through each of the battles and characters. They do so, however, in deeply abstract fashion: 
Achilles’ shield, for example, is a swirl of crayon. “The Vengeance of Achilles,” rather than 
depicting a battle, features only one large, roughly sketched phallic shape in red and black with the 
word “vengeance” scrawled above it. 
 But the classical story is not what I love about the pieces, or the room. What I love is the 
cacophony of them, the fast collision of lines, words, colors, vast clouds. The way they look like 
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they were painted by a man in a moment where he had it all figured out, or had a great idea, or felt 
an emotion so deeply he had to get it down on paper quickly, quickly, before it slipped away. I 
love existing in the tension between the orderly white walls, the neat and perfectly aligned 
canvases, and the loudness of the art.  
 When I sit in my therapist’s office in the chair I sink into too far, anxiously kneading the 
Play-Doh like the child I am and she asks me what it feels like, I want to tell her it feels like Iliam, 
like “The fire that consumes All before It.” I want to tell her I am vibrating like the shield that 
holds the image of the whole world after it has been struck by a sword. I want to ask why I was 
not taken by the leg and dipped into the river Styx.  
 At least then I would have only my heel to protect, not this whole doughy body, soft like a 
ripe avocado after it has been peeled.  
 
 My mom called to check on me this week. We haven’t spoken in some time; I keep telling 
her I am busy, which is partly true. When she called and asked how I am I told her “okay.” I told 
her my psychiatrist was switching my meds, which I was excited about. After months of not going 
to see her and not taking my Celexa I was also seeing a therapist regularly, and I had convinced 
my psychiatrist, whom I had been struggling to get an appointment with, to switch my meds to 
ones that were more suited to the new issues I am dealing with. The meds were a small update, but 
they were evidence of the hurdles I had jumped, the ones that felt so big. I wanted the meds to say 
to her, “Look--I am trying to get better. I am putting in the work to take care of myself.” 
 But I was asking that detail to carry the weight of the whole conversation, the things I 
didn’t feel like explaining, or didn’t know how to explain. So I don’t blame her for sounding sad 
when she responded, “I thought the old ones were working.” 
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 I wanted to tell her that they are not working because I was under new stress, different 
stress, traumatic stress, because I was assaulted.  
 
 How do you tell your mother that?  
 
 And I would have to tell her that it happened because I made a decision that she would be 
ashamed of me for. That it wasn’t in a dark alleyway. That it was in the place I had made, with my 
friends’ art on the walls, my favorite books on the shelves. I know she wouldn’t blame me, that I 
am not to blame, but it makes the telling harder. 
 So instead I just said, “You haven’t seen me in months.” And she asked if I’m ok, if she 
can do anything, told me to call any time, etcetera. I know she meant it. But I have spent too much 
time not telling her things. The air between us has grown too thick, my knife too dull, my 
performance of happiness too convincing. There are too many steps between the version of myself 
she thinks she knows and the version of myself I think I am. 
 
 On a Thursday I ask my friends what they think Heaven would be like. Some respond with 
projections of earthly happiness: “there are lots of cats in Heaven;” “in Heaven I can eat as many 
scrambled eggs as I want and they’re always hot.” Others think Heaven is the gift of non-
consciousness: “I think we are dissolved into our energies and returned to the planets;” “Give me 
the void.” Others latch on to the idea that Heaven is a reunion, that Heaven would be the chance 
“to fully know every person you’ve ever loved,” that it would feel “familiar,” like we have been 
there before. I ask and ask and the answers make sense but I don’t feel any closer.  
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 The thing about Heaven is that it is impossible to know it unless you are there. In the 
Christian understanding, Heaven is a final and complete communion with God, and so trying to 
describe what Heaven would be like is no easier than trying to describe God. We don’t have the 
words for it, the words for things that are beyond our experience. So here we all are, trying to 
imagine something we might never feel. One of the only things said in the Bible about Heaven is, 
“Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has 
prepared for those who love him.” This is, in part, what makes Heaven, Heaven. It is so good, so 
blissful, that it exists beyond all scope of human imagination. Its unknowableness is a function of 
its splendor. But its distance does not feel encouraging, does not make it feel like a thing worth 
striving for. It just makes it seem impossible. Like a key that unlocks an unfindable door. 
 
 By all accounts, romance should have fixed me. It should have been easy. I should have 
found her, in front of me the whole time, small and kind, and I should have learned there was 
nothing to be afraid of. I should have taken her hand without flinching and been healed by the 
affection of someone I knew wouldn’t hurt me. Wouldn’t that have been the perfect ending? The 
lion of a girl grabs me by the cheeks, kisses me out of my mess of trauma? Can’t you see me in the 
cloud bed, stilled from the rage, next to the girl named Mary of all names, laughing like the 
Medusa, sprouting wings? 
 And it is true that I am happy here, that I often live in the pleasant knowledge that a 
younger, closeted version of myself, one with the fried bleached-blonde hair and the knots in her 
stomach, the one who always imagined extending onto the tips of her toes to kiss the tall boy, 
watches as I lean down to kiss Mary’s forehead. It is true that I smile when I put my arm around 
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her, and later, when I think about putting my arm around her, clad in an oversized denim jacket 
that looks just like mine. 
 But it is also true that it is not her job to fix me, to write me to the end of the story. I do not 
know that either of these things are possible in the way I want them to be. So it is also true that 
often when we are intimate I will begin to panic, have to stop. That sometimes I will begin to 
hyperventilate, to suck the oxygen out of the room the same way I did when he 
assaulted me and then laid his clammy hand on my naked back.  
 I am a dog that has learned fear, who salivates at the sound of the bell when there is no 
food. 
 Unlearning impulse is a hefty task. 
 
 Several of my favorite Christian paintings do not depict Heaven itself, but humans’ 
attempted ascent there. In “Ascent of the Blessed” by Hieronymus Bosch, for example, Heaven is 
just a small circle of light in the far background. We look into it as if through a straw; it is just out 
of reach. Two figures stand in the tiny white circle we see on the other side, their silhouettes 
turned orange as they fade into the light. Stephen Graham Hitchins, in his book History as Art, Art 
as History, calls the tunnel in Bosch’s painting “a funnel of goodness and light [as] a source of 
variety and surprise capturing the visionary and ecstatic union with God.” This makes sense as a 
way of theorizing why the tunnel (or funnel) appears in this painting, and why it looks the way it 
does, but it does not change the fact that we cannot see this ecstatic union with God. We can only 
assume it is occurring just beyond our range of sight.  
 “Ascent of the Blessed” is part of polyptych of four panels called Visions of the Hereafter. 
The others are “Terrestrial Paradise,” “Fall of the Damned into Hell” and “Hell.” Though we see 
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the damned in all their glory, suffering in the burning lake, Bosch never made it all the way to 
Heaven. What you cannot paint you cannot visit, even if you know the way there. What you 
cannot write you cannot know.  
 
 Mary asks for a shirt to sleep in as she takes off her numerous rings and places them on my 
bedside table. Her size is one of the most distinctive things about her—at 4’11’’, she stands almost 
a foot shorter than me. But she looks so big on my sheets, takes up so much of my vision, like a 
crack in the wall that lets the light in.  
 I open the drawer of my dresser and find only the shirt he made me, pink and red like 
Valentine’s Day. A Gertrude Stein poem invades my head: Very fine is my valentine/very fine and 
very mine. I stare at the shirt and it looks like a pile of broken glass. No—it is oozing, a gaping 
wound in the bottom of my drawer. It bleeds out onto the lightly stained wood.  
 I tell her I have no clean shirts. I pull a dirty one from the top of the hamper. I would rather 
she think me too lazy to do my laundry than see her in an artifact of him. I sleep soundly with the 
weight of her arm on my lower back and the cat at my feet, but the wound weeps in the drawer. 
Later I find one of her long, curly hairs clinging to my sheets and I feel better about the leaky 
dresser 
 
 “Ladder of Divine Ascent,” a 12th century icon with no known artist, also features a distant 
and nondescript Heaven. In the majority of the painting, monks attempt to ascend to Heaven, each 
climbing a ladder that stretches diagonally across the length of the painting. The ladder leads to 
Heaven, presumably, but all we can see of it is in the corner of the painting, a quarter circle that 
Jesus inhabits, stretching his arms out to welcome the monks at the top of the ladder into his 
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embrace. This painting thus describes Heaven in symbolic terms rather than literal, as communion 
with the divine. But even the symbolic depiction is fraught—how can we know what Jesus looks 
like? We have accepted this European, bearded man as the Son of God, but the Bible tells us 
nothing. By historical estimations, Jesus would have been black, so even what we do know is not 
reflected in the art.  
  This painting, which is supposed to be a guide to reaching Heaven, a simple physical act, 
one foot over the other, one rung at a time, becomes a testament to how much we don’t know—
what Jesus looks like, what Heaven looks like, what Heaven feels like, what we will become if we 
get there.  
 Would I still have eyes in Heaven? Would I live as a soul that looks like my body, or looks 
like nothing at all, or would God give me a new body with which to experience the pleasures of 
Heaven? How much would I keep; how much would I leave behind? 
 
 There is something tragic about the creation scene of Adam in Paradise Lost. Adam 
recounts this time of his first hours of consciousness to Raphael, saying that he awoke and 
immediately began to survey his surroundings, stretch his limbs and regard the creatures around 
him. He then begins to question his existence, telling Raphael, “But who I was, or where, or from 
what cause,/Knew not; to speak I tried, and forthwith spake,/My tongue obeyed and readily could 
name whate’er I saw.” The knowledge of the Earthly realm comes easily to Adam; he doesn’t 
even have to think about it. The knowledge of himself, though, the nature of his creation and the 
nature of the being that created him, is inaccessible. He tries to figure it out, tries to ask, “How 
came I thus, how here?” But he asks both the animals around him and the skies, and he gets no 
answer. Heaven, in these first precious moments, is nowhere to be found. Even worse, he has no 
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one with him to lament the absence of Heaven, or with whom he can create it. No one to weave 
him tales of scrambled eggs and cats. There is only him, in a body he has just met, with a 
consciousness whose purpose he doesn’t understand, and the deafening silence of the sky.  
 Eve’s creations scene acts, in many ways, as the answer to Adam’s. After she awakes from 
creation, and neither Adam nor God nor Heaven is anywhere to be found, she too wonders, 
“where/And what I was, whence thither brought, and how.” So she wanders, like Adam, trying to 
find the answers, but instead, she finds a “smooth lake” which she says, “to me seemed another 
sky.” And in this second sky, this makeshift Heaven, she sees her own image mirrored back. We 
are supposed to recognize this as the Narcissus moment, as the spark of Eve’s vanity, which will 
lead her to eat the apple, to think too highly of herself, to want too much from this world. But it is 
not beauty she sees. 
A shape within the wat'ry gleam appeared, 
Bending to look on me. I started back, 
It started back; but pleased I soon returned, 
Pleased it returned as soon with answering looks 
Of sympathy and love. 
 Eve’s answer is her own motherly gaze. 
 
 There is a chapel in the middle of Texas where all the art within is large, black canvasses. 
There are slight variations in hue—some are tinted purple, some green, some blue. But still, when 
someone sits in the heart of the place they are surrounded by fourteen large, dark, empty 
canvasses. The paintings are all by Mark Rothko, so the fact that they are featureless is an aspect 
of his style—but why black? Is the viewer staring into the void? Meant to project their own ideas 
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of religiosity onto the functionally blank canvasses? Some call them a “window to the beyond,” 
feel that the blackness forces the eye to see deeper, into the canvass rather than just at its surface. 
Others, though, find the pieces more inscrutable. Rothko’s own son, even, who didn’t see the 
chapel until he was 33, said he “almost left with nothing.” 
 What would it be like to see God in emptiness? I sit on the austere wooden benches, look 
into a triptych of blackness and I see the dark dogs of rage in my stomach. I see my mother’s eyes 
staring blankly, or searching, or fearing. I see the large bruise he gave me in the shape of a palm 
on my upper inner thigh that was surrounded by other bruises, a swarm of pooled blood under my 
skin that turned that patch of leg into a map, a sea of white with purple and green continents of 
hurt.  
 I turn my head to another canvas and I see the steering wheel, the black night outside my 
window as I sit in the parking lot of the hospital. I hear the vibration of my phone, see the text that 
tells me you can come home now, but I wont go home for hours longer. I look into the black and 
try to see out of it, to the other side, to the beyond, but I can’t. 
 I look into the black once more, determined not to leave with nothing, and I see the dirt 
that will soon yield to the resurrected Carrie. I see Lex’s arm carrying me home. I see Rachel’s 
wax tears colliding with mine. I see the cheeks of the women saints, holding each other up. I hear 
the snow melting. I see Mary’s face in the dark on the pillow next to me. I see Eve’s watery eyes 
staring back. All of them are telling me: there is a way forward. it will not be easy, but you are it. 
you have always been it. you are the ladder, the key, and the door. you can come home now. 
 
 “I will take a crowbar/and pry out the broken/pieces of God in me.” 
